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Tom Halat realizes his dream of nurturing
the business with daughters Mary and Liz.
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GARDEN CENTER,
PRODUCE MARKET,
GIFT SHOP & BAKERY:
GROWN WITH LOVE
Tom’s Farm Market & Greenhouses is opening
its doors to showgoers this summer as a featured
stop on the Independent Garden Center Show’s
Chicagoland Garden Center Tour, Monday,
August 16. During their visit, attendees will
participate in an in-depth lab, where specialty
food vendors will demonstrate their offerings as a
way to expand garden center profits. Sign up for
your spot early - the tour sold out last year!
- Jeff Morey, Publisher

F

or nearly five decades, Tom Halat
has lived his dream to be a farmer.
At 16, he farmed corn and soybeans,
growing and selling produce at a little farm
stand in his rural hometown of Bartlett,
IL. That enterprise grew into Tom’s Farm
Market & Greenhouses, a thriving independent retail operation with two locations
and $2.8 million in annual sales. Tom’s love
of farming, shared with his wife Cheryl, has
been the driving force behind the business.
“It’s a feeling of fulfillment to see
something that you seed and grow and
nourish into a finished product,” says Tom,
“whether it’s a hanging basket in the greenhouse or sweet corn out in the field that
we sell to customers. It’s a passion. It’s our
product - and it’s fresh and it’s better than
anybody else’s.”
The retailer’s flagship market is in Huntley,
IL, where it operates a garden center,
produce market, gift shop and bakery. At
the original Bartlett location, a greenhouse
sells plants for six weeks in the spring
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until mid-June, closes until mid-July and
sells vegetables and pies into the first
week of October. In Huntley, the business
hums throughout spring, summer and fall
as Tom’s-grown flowering annuals drive
spring traffic, Tom’s sweet corn and peach
pies drive late summer traffic and the
Fall Festival, apple cider doughnuts and
Thanksgiving pies drive autumn traffic.
The gift shop is busy throughout spring,
summer and fall. Everything is closed
January through March.
A mainstay on the Huntley property is
a 100-year-old red barn with a fieldstone
foundation. The surrounding barnyard
is full the last weekend of September
through October with 50 stuffed characters,
each with hand-painted pumpkin heads;
a petting zoo with calves, goats, geese,
chickens, piglets, sheep, a pony and two
peacocks; and other attractions like a hay
pile and a wooden train, tractor and school
bus. A corn maze is handcut every year into
a unique Halloween design best seen from
the air: a bat, a witch on her broom or a
“scaredy” cat. A $5 ticket includes access to
the grounds, petting zoo, the 71⁄2 -acre corn
maze and pumpkin bounce house. For the
cost - the time of 10 employees preparing
for a full month - the business gets major
exposure and traffic that helps drive sales of
pies, produce, fall mums and bulbs. About
40,000 people visit Tom’s each year for the
Fall Festival, held the past 20 years.
Tom’s daughters, Liz and Mary, have been
instrumental in realizing the business’
potential. Surrounded by subdivisions in
Huntley, now the edge of suburbia and a
40-minute drive west of Chicago, Tom and
his crew farm 80 acres of sweet corn, 40
acres of pumpkins and gourds and 15 acres
of crops like tomatoes, strawberries, cucumbers and asparagus. It grows annuals and
perennials in modern greenhouses.
Tom’s business is at its pinnacle. But
the time is bittersweet, since the family
lost Cheryl in 2008 to ovarian cancer. Her
influence is apparent throughout the
operation, most clearly in the cafe, where
her apron is framed and displayed on the
wall below a plaque “In Loving Memory of
Cheryl Halat” and among a sea of family
and farm market photos.
“She was half the business,” says Tom.
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Crisp, Colorful and Eclectic
Tom’s main retail building is an upscale
barn with exposed beams. An open second
story gives an airy, spacious feeling, and
light-stained wood walls offer warmth.
The displays are crisp, colorful and eclectic,
simultaneously chic and casual, with a
splash of country charm and nostalgia. From
the main doorway and registers, the garden
center section extends to the customer’s
right and leads into the retail greenhouse,
off the east end of the building.
In the garden center, Boss and HandMaster
gardening gloves do well, Bayer Advanced
fertilizer has been “phenomenal,” and Scotts
Miracle-Gro, Bonide Products and Ortho
lines are all strong, says Mary. In pottery,
Tom’s has stepped
away from glazed
pots in favor of a
polyresin line from
Crescent. Austram
cocoa liners are
doing well, she
says. In spring, 41⁄2 inch potted annuals
- Proven Winners
and Tom’s annual
flowers, Tom’s
vegetable seedlings
and 600 hanging
baskets - take over
the retail greenhouse, along with
container plantings, statuary and fountains. At peak, more
annuals and perennials are stocked outside,
along with shrubs in 1- to 7-gallon pots and
bareroot roses. Knock Out and Jackson &
Perkins roses are strong sellers.
By July, the indoor garden center’s
footprint shrinks by about 80 percent in
favor of produce displays and bins. Straight
ahead from the main entrance and registers
is a red-and-white striped awning that
anchors displays of sweet corn bins and
produce in mid-summer. To the left is a
hybrid mix of colorful garden and outdoorrelated gifts, leading into a gift shop in
a room off the west end of the building.
Swan Creek rustic garden ornaments do
well, along with Greenleaf scented candles.
In food-related gifts, Tom’s expanded its
cookbook and apron section; Gooseberry

Patch cookbooks and Funktion, three-ruffle,
retro-style aprons are strong items, Gift
Shop Manager Sandra Doerge says. In gifts,
buyers look for fun, colorful and whimsical
items like SoapRockettes, scented soaps
from t.s.pink shaped like raw gem rocks.
In the left rear corner of the retail barn is
the bakery, with racks of fresh-baked pies
to go, and a passage into a small cafe room
where customers can linger over a cup of
coffee and a pastry or sandwich for lunch.

The Farmer and The Brand
Tom is the antithesis of corporate. His
golden retriever, Susie, is as quick as he is
to offer greetings to customers. “Meet my
vice president of marketing and public
relations,” he
quips. Though
Tom never uses
the word “brand,”
he has become
the brand, with his
name appearing
on sweet corn,
vegetable and
flower seedlings
and specialty food
items like salad
dressings. Susie
is Tom’s sidekick,
appearing on the
business’ website
and in promotional materials.
She’s never too far as Tom tells the story of
his business.
Tom grew up in a family that did not farm,
an odd duck in a small town of farmers. “I
envied them,” says Tom, who by 16 had
joined the 4-H club and was raising rabbits
and sheep, growing vegetables, corn and
soybeans and selling his produce at a farm
stand. Soon, he had a small greenhouse to
grow his own tomato plants for tomatoes
to sell. That seedling operation would
evolve into retailing seedlings. At Southern
Illinois University, he studied plant and
soil science, met Cheryl his senior year and
graduated in 1967. Cheryl grew up on a
grain and livestock farm deep in Southern
Illinois farm country.
“I put a pair of shoes on her and brought
her up north. That’s what I tell everybody,”
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says Tom. “And over those 41 years that we
were married before she passed away, she
was a very integral part of the business.
Hand-in-hand.”
They settled in Bartlett, where Tom
expanded his farming and started to retail
some of the seedlings he grew in the
greenhouse. Cheryl taught school, and
soon they had three children - Jeff, Mary
and Liz. In 1976, they bought 240 acres in
Huntley, the current location of the main
store, tore down every outbuilding besides
the mainstay red barn, started selling
sweet corn out of a hay wagon, and began
building their family business: a house,
hoop houses and a farm market.
Over the next two decades, Tom farmed
corn and other vegetables, and grew
annuals. He primarily sold produce and
seedlings at the Bartlett and Huntley
locations. Cheryl stopped teaching and
managed the Bartlett operation. Meanwhile,
housing developments popped up all
around the Huntley location.
One by one, the surrounding dairy farmers
yielded to the economic reality of high
land prices and low milk prices and sold to
housing developers. Subdivisions and a new
health care facility now ring the farm.
As new neighbors settled in, many liked
the charm of living near a farm but not
the reality of it. Complaints have ranged
from dust - one woman in particular calls
occasionally, requesting Tom’s water its
fields to keep dust away from her house
- and the noise of the old windmill. The
propane-fired cannons Tom uses to scare
redwing blackbirds away from eating the
corn triggered litigation about noise pollution. After two years, Tom’s prevailed.
Now, a majority of the neighbors accept
the farm operation, he says.
The region’s population growth
presented an opportunity. By 1996, Tom’s
had the farm fields and a small red farm
market. The garden center consisted of
mostly annuals, perennials and hanging
baskets grown in hoop houses. That
year, Mary returned to the business and
recognized untapped potential. “I just
envisioned so much more that we could be
doing,” she says. “People were asking for
more stuff. They wanted lawn decorations
and garden accents.”
??
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As Tom tells it, Mary returned and said,
“Dad, you’re dragging your feet. You’re
doing the same thing every year.” She
was right, Tom admits. The family set
about designing and building the 10,000square-foot farm market/barn that now
serves as the main retail building and the
10,000-square-foot retail greenhouse,
which opened in 1997 to sell gifts, garden
supplies, pottery and decorative accessories. Within the first year of operation,
retail sales doubled. The gift shop has
steadily expanded and now generates 17
percent of sales.

Specialty Foods & Bakery
The new farm market represented Tom’s
entrance into specialty foods, with the
addition of shelf-stable jams, jellies, salad
dressings, salsas and pickled vegetables.
In 2000, Tom and Cheryl decided to start
making cider doughnuts for their annual
Fall Festival, an idea they picked up from
other farm markets. They developed the
recipe together, through trial and error,
but the first year was a steep learning
curve. “I quit making them in November,”
says Tom. “They were too greasy, and I
quit for a couple of weeks until we could
figure it out.”
The doughnuts pointed to the opportunity in fresh-baked sweets, leading the
family to add a bakery in 2002. They’ve
grown it twice since then. In 2004, they
invested $25,000 in a bakery expansion,
and in 2008, invested another $300,000 in
commercial upgrades, including a Hobart
oven that can bake 60 pies at once and a
walk-in freezer, along with the new cafe. In
2003, Tom’s added a 25,000-square-foot,
open-roof Nexus production greenhouse.
Now, to control freshness and product
quality, all of Tom’s baked goods - doughnuts, sugar cookies, pies in 18 flavors and
breads - are baked on-site, filling the
farm market with the scent of sweetness
everyday.
“We bake continually during the day,
which helps shrink because we can see
what’s happening during the day,” says
Tom. When the bakers arrive at 6 a.m., they
look at the previous day’s sales, records
from that day on the previous year and the
weather forecast to gauge the day’s first

round of baking.
A baking staff of five during peak days
and times of year also prep ahead of time,
making several batches of sugar cookie
dough at once and freezing it so the dough
can be thawed, hand-cut into shapes, baked
and frosted the next day.
Doughnuts are always sold the day they
are made, pies are sold within three days
and cookies are bagged in plastic to last a
bit longer. Most products past their prime
are frozen, then given, along with excess
produce, to the Sisters of St. Joseph Catholic
home for elderly residents.
“I am just elated and tickled to death with
what the bakery has done. It makes me feel
so good,” says Tom. “I’m very proud of what
Mary and Liz have done. It was their idea,
with my backing and support.” The bakery,
generating 22 percent of overall sales, is
good for all other segments of the business,
and has been the only segment showing
a sales increase during the economic
downturn. In July, the biggest month for
pies, Tom’s sells 18 flavors, including peach,
strawberry, banana cream and coconut
cream. Apple pie is a top seller year-round.
“The bakery today holds us together in
November and December,” says Tom. They
typically sell 500 pumpkin pies alone the
first three days of Thanksgiving week and
a total of 1,500 pies that week. Behind pies,
doughnuts are the next top-selling bakery
good. Tom’s makes a quarter-million doughnuts every fall.

The Turning Point
Four years ago, Tom and Cheryl had a
real estate offer they could not refuse.
Centegra Health System wanted to buy
100 acres on the property’s west edge to
build a health care facility. “We felt there
was a need to make a move because of
the massive urban development around
here,” says Tom. “I hated the thought of
selling my farm to a developer to build
houses on it and look at rooftops, so I feel
better about this because it’s good for the
community and we got part of our production moved out of here. But we would
never sell the rest of it for development.”
Tom declines to disclose the increase
in value per acre over the 30 years, but
says it’s in the order of several hundred
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vital stats: tom’s farm market & greenhouses
Business Summary

Employees

BUSINESS FOUNDED 1967

FULL-TIME Off season - 6; Peak season - 18

RETAIL LOCATIONS Bartlett, Huntley

PART-TIME Off season - 3; Peak season - 39

ANNUAL GROSS SALES $2.8 million

DEPARTMENT MANAGERS Peak season - 4

PERCENTAGE RETAIL 90%

OFFICE STAFF Off season - 1; Peak season - 2

PERCENTAGE RE-WHOLESALE 10%

Payment & Registers

CUSTOMER COUNT - UP OR DOWN? Down 10%

NUMBER OF REGISTERS IN PEAK SEASON 7

AVERAGE SALES TREND - Down 10%

NUMBER OF REGISTERS YEAR ROUND 4

NUMBER OF ANNUAL INVENTORY TURNS 3
AVERAGE SALE PER CUSTOMER
Greenhouse $50-$75; Produce $10-$20

Special Sales Promotions

Local Market

MAY: Kids Planting and Craft Container Seminar; garden seminars
and cooking demos

APRIL: Open House Tea Party - e-mail coupon

CUSTOMER RADIUS, IN MILES 20

JUNE: Strawberry specials; flower flats specials

NUMBER OF PEOPLE IN RADIUS 200,000

JULY: Tom’s sweet corn in sidewalk sale

NUMBER OF GARDEN CENTERS IN RADIUS 8

AUGUST: Shrub and perennial sales

Estimated Square Footage

SEPTEMBER: Start homemade caramel apples and cider donuts

TOTAL RETAIL 16,000 square feet
OUTDOOR SALES 8,000 square feet

OCTOBER: Fall Festival; school tours; radio station ticket giveaway;
kids crafts

INDOOR SALES 6,000 square feet

NOVEMBER: Ladies Night Out; Holiday Open House

RETAIL GREENHOUSES 10,000 square feet

DECEMBER: Storytime and cookies craft; pictures and lunch with
Santa

STORAGE WAREHOUSE 8,000 square feet
TOTAL PRODUCTION AREA 70,000 square feet

Advertising Expenditures

DISPLAY GARDENS 1,000 square feet

NEWSPAPER 25%

NUMBER OF PARKING SPACES 90

E-MAIL NEWSLETTER/FACEBOOK/WEBSITE 50%
OTHER 25%

Hours of Operation

Vendor Relations

Mon - Fri, 9 a.m. - 6 p.m.; Sat - Sun, 9 a.m. - 5 p.m.
PEAK Mon - Fri, 9 a.m. - 6:30 p.m.;
Sat, 9 a.m. - 6 p.m.; Sun, 9 a.m. - 5 p.m.
WINTER Closed January 1 - April 1

Monthly Sales Percentages
June 8%
July 9%
Aug 11%
May 28%
Sept 12%
Apr 5%
Oct 18%
Nov 5%
Dec 4%
Watering
Equip. .5%

INDUSTRY ASSOCIATIONS/GROUP AFFILIATIONS
North American Farmers’ Direct Marketing Association
(NAFDMA), North American Strawberry Growers Association
(NASGA), American Nursery & Landscape Association (ANLA)

Product Category Breakout
Green Goods
87.5%

Giftware
10%

Trim-A-Tree Tools Fertilizers
.5%
.5%
.5%

How Do Customers Pay?
Credit Cards
55%

Check
10%

Chemicals
.5%

Cash
35%
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percent. He and Cheryl immediately
used the proceeds from the 100 acres to
purchase more than 2,000 acres of land, to
the Northwest in farm country, and moved
two-thirds of their vegetable production
to that location. Tom says he’s conservative
about business. The real estate proceeds
do not subsidize the business, and every
department within Tom’s has to be profitable on its own.
“We signed the Centegra contract in
mid-June 2006. We were in the height of
our lives, and two weeks later, my wife was
diagnosed with ovarian cancer, and you
go down to a low in your life. At that point,
money means nothing,” says Tom.
Over two years, as Cheryl had two major
surgeries and chemotherapy, Tom, Mary and
Liz took turns taking her for treatments. “We
used to fight about who got to take Cheryl
in next. It was time off from the business
and being with her. It gave us good quality
time together.”
Cheryl died two years later, in June 2008.
“We picked up the pieces,” Tom says. “The
day after the funeral - it sounds cold - I
planted pumpkin seeds down in the field ... I
firmly believe she would have wanted me to
go back to work - and my daughters.”

Cheryl is still a guiding influence in the
business, with Tom, Mary and Liz always
considering how she would have done it.
Liz took over management of the retail
facility in Bartlett, and handles office management, accounts payable and payroll. She helps
Mary in Huntley when Bartlett is closed. Both
of Tom’s sons-in-law work full-time in the
business. Liz’s husband, Sam, works in the
Bartlett retail operation and Mary’s husband,
Paul, maintains farm equipment.
Clearly, the family farm business is a
group effort and lifestyle. “We want people
to know we are actually farmers, growers
of their bedding plants,” says Tom. That’s
been the core business throughout, and
staying true to that, he says, has been
one of the keys to the business’ success.
Another is that he stays an integral part of
the business, which has grown to employ
more than 60 people at peak. “I don’t
differentiate myself from other people,”
Tom says. “I don’t come in and tell them do
this or do that. I help them do it.”
After five decades of farming, looking
over the operation and its growth, Tom is
humbly pleased: “When we put everything
together, we’re doing OK.”
- Lisa Duchene, IGC Retail Correspondent
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